Prospective study of portasystemic encephalopathy after emergency portacaval shunt for bleeding varices.
A prospective study of the development of encephalopathy was undertaken in 180 patients undergoing emergency portacaval shunt for bleeding esophageal varices between 1963 and 1978. The incidence of preoperative encephalopathy was 32 percent. Postoperatively, encephalopathy developed in 31.5 percent of 95 survivors and was severe in 7 percent of those survivors. Encephalopathy developed in most patients in the first and second follow-up years; in 10 year survivors, encephalopathy was virtually absent. Encephalopathy was more likely to occur in patients with encephalopathy at the time of shunt and in those who returned to alcoholism after shunt. Most encephalopathic episodes were precipitated by dietary indiscretion, often associated with alcoholism. Careful follow-up with attention to dietary compliance and abstinence from alcohol should make the risk of encephalopathy acceptable in relation to the unquestionable benefits of portacaval shunt in reducing the risk of variceal hemorrhage.